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technology, or to comprehend vocabulary, syntax, and communication 
norms of the time period and location where the source was created.
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reporting key components such as how it was created, by whom, when, 
and what it is.

4.B.	 Critically evaluate the perspective of the creator(s) of a primary source, 
including tone, subjectivity, and biases, and consider how these relate to 
the original purpose(s) and audience(s) of the source.
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Introduction and Institutional Context 

This case study describes an instruction session provided to an undergraduate political science 
course using the papers of a state court judge. While numerous repositories hold the papers of 
local, state, and federal judges, archives scholarship is silent on the challenges and opportunities 
of teaching with them. As a subset of public policy papers, however, judicial collections represent 
sites of encounter between the people and the state and therefore have the potential to shed light 
on a host of interactions among governments, individuals, and communities. Judges’ papers are 
rich with public policy issues and ideas that can engage undergraduate and graduate students. Yet 
the technical jargon and specialized concepts they often contain can alienate people who are not 
legal specialists. This case study aims to contribute to an understanding of how archivists can teach 
with judicial collections. It does so through a close examination of an instruction session developed 
and implemented by Anu Kasarabada, an archivist at the University of Kentucky Libraries Special 
Collections Research Center.

The University of Kentucky (UK) is a public land-grant research university located in Lexington, 
Kentucky, with an enrollment of nearly 39,000 students (approximately 28,000 undergraduate and 
11,000 graduate enrollees). The Special Collections Research Center (SCRC) collects, preserves, and 
provides access to materials documenting the social, cultural, economic, and political history of 
the Commonwealth of Kentucky. These collections and resources support the research, teaching, 
and scholarship of the university community and scholars around the world. Currently, the SCRC’s 
instructional services are provided by one dedicated education archivist, as well as other SCRC 
faculty and staff who teach with primary sources as one among several of their responsibilities.

The author of this case study is one such SCRC faculty member. Anu Kasarabada is the archivist 
and oral historian for the John G. Heyburn II Initiative for Excellence in the Federal Judiciary, a 
partnership between UK Libraries and the UK Rosenberg College of Law to document the federal 
court system in the United States, particularly Kentucky’s role in the federal judiciary. Since the 
Spring 2022 semester, she has worked with faculty and graduate student instructors in the UK 
political science department on instruction sessions for undergraduate students that primarily 
draw on SCRC’s judicial collections. Over time, these sessions have become a regular part of the 
syllabus for political science faculty and instructors whose teaching loads include courses related 
to American courts. The sessions have also paved the way for expansion into new political science 
courses as they emerge.

In November 2025, Kasarabada conducted an archives session for LJ 201, Introduction to Law 
and Justice, an interdisciplinary survey course on “foundational issues concerning law, the legal 
system, and the intersections of law, politics, and society.”1 The course is offered as a part of the 
political science department’s Law and Justice Program, which was launched in 2024 and is aimed 
at “undergraduate students who want to pursue law or obtain such law-adjacent positions.”2 
One of the instructors for LJ 201 was a graduate student, Alex Farone, with whom Kasarabada 

1	 “Courses,” University of Kentucky College of Arts & Sciences, 2026, https://law-justice.as.uky.edu/courses.	 
2 	“Law and Justice,” University of Kentucky College of Arts & Sciences, 2026, https://law-justice.as.uky.edu/.  

https://law-justice.as.uky.edu/courses
https://law-justice.as.uky.edu/
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had partnered since he joined the department in Fall 2023. Before the Fall 2025 semester began, 
Kasarabada reached out to Farone about scheduling archives sessions for the classes he expected 
to teach. He requested a session for LJ 201, for which he had 49 registered students ranging from 
freshmen to seniors. Kasarabada had not worked with the course before, so she reviewed his 
syllabus and saw that, among other course topics, students would study the role of the death 
penalty in society.

The subject provided the opportunity to use case files from the Chief Justice Robert F. Stephens 
papers, an unprocessed collection documenting Stephens’s career as a justice on the Supreme 
Court of Kentucky (SCOKY) from 1979 to 1999. In addition to correspondence, reports, 
appointment books, and memorabilia, the collection included case files related to the 1997 
execution of Harold McQueen Jr. by the Commonwealth of Kentucky, which marked the state’s first 
execution since 1975.3  

In the weeks leading up to his execution, McQueen’s attorneys in the Kentucky Department of 
Public Advocacy appealed to state and federal courts, including to the Kentucky Supreme Court, to 
halt or stay (pause) the execution. In the case of McQueen v. Parker (1997), McQueen’s attorneys 
argued before the SCOKY that Kentucky’s method of execution, electrocution by electric chair, was 
cruel and unusual and therefore violated the state constitution.4 The court rejected McQueen’s 
argument in a 5-2 decision handed down on June 30, 1997, and the execution went ahead the next 
day. Stephens, who was SCOKY chief justice at the time, was part of the two-person dissenting 
opinion, which argued for a full trial court hearing of McQueen’s constitutional claims.5 

The case files in the Stephens papers provide an example of how the machinery of government, 
through its various actors, rules, and protocols, implements policies for executions and regulates 
their use. Among other materials, the case files include court filings, opinion drafts, and an 
executive order from then-Kentucky Governor Paul Patton commanding that McQueen’s execution 
go forward.

Kasarabada suggested to Farone an instruction activity that placed case file items in conversation 
with materials from death penalty opponents, thus enabling students to explore how the death 
penalty functioned in Kentucky and how it was understood both by state officials charged with 
regulating its use and by activists who critiqued that use. Farone agreed, with the caveat that, 
in keeping with the range of students in his class, the primary sources should accommodate a 
wide variety of learning levels. Farone was concerned that the judicial materials would be too 
challenging for an introductory course.

3 	Kentucky established its current death penalty system in 1975. The US Supreme Court had invalidated all state 
death penalty systems in a case called Furman v. Georgia (1972), forcing many states, including Kentucky, to revise 
their death penalty statutes to meet new standards for constitutionality. See Baumgartner, Frank R. “A Statistical 
Overview of the Kentucky Death Penalty,” The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, page 2, https://fbaum.
unc.edu/articles/KentuckyDeathPenaltyOverview-Baumgartner.pdf. 

4 	McQueen v. Parker, 950 S.W.2d 226 (1997), https://law.justia.com/cases/kentucky/supreme-court/1997/97-sc-
517-mr-1.html.  

5 	 Ibid. 

https://fbaum.unc.edu/articles/KentuckyDeathPenaltyOverview-Baumgartner.pdf
https://fbaum.unc.edu/articles/KentuckyDeathPenaltyOverview-Baumgartner.pdf
https://law.justia.com/cases/kentucky/supreme-court/1997/97-sc-517-mr-1.html
https://law.justia.com/cases/kentucky/supreme-court/1997/97-sc-517-mr-1.html
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Accordingly, Kasarabada created a think-pair-share lesson plan focused on comprehending selected 
documents (3.A.) and summarizing their contents (3.B.). Students would also critically evaluate 
items (4.B.) at a high level of generality by reflecting on aspects of the materials that stood out to 
them and considering what perspectives were missing from the items.

A worksheet Kasarabada created would guide them through the folders of selected papers (see 
Appendix A for worksheet). Students would then have until the beginning of the next class session 
to submit completed worksheets, which they would upload to the course in the Canvas platform for 
the equivalent of a quiz grade. To enable students to continue to work after the archives session, all 
folder materials would be available on Google Drive.

Narrative

In consultation with Farone, Kasarabada selected two documents from the Stephens case files to 
serve as the core archival materials for the session. The items6 presented clear narratives from 
public officials who were focused on carrying out McQueen’s execution:

•	 Executive order by Governor Paul Patton commanding the execution 
•	 Memo from SCOKY justices about the court’s internal procedures for death penalty 

litigation 

Kasarabada then selected two items from SCRC holdings that documented the views of death 
penalty opponents and showed the broader context in which the death penalty debate took place 
in Kentucky: 

•	 Letter and statement from religious leaders urging the governor to stay McQueen’s 
execution 

•	 1999 Kentucky Courier-Journal news clipping on anti-death penalty hearings held in the 
state legislature 

The worksheet and one additional news article from 1997 rounded out the primary folder 
materials, with the news article serving as a supplemental resource that humanized both McQueen 
and his victim, Rebecca O’Hearn.

Farone had also requested bonus materials that provided more of a challenge for students who 
wanted to stretch a little and earn extra credit. Accordingly, Kasarabada proposed excerpts from 
two court filings in McQueen:

•	 Petition from McQueen’s attorneys arguing against the use of the electric chair 
•	 Response from the Kentucky Attorney General urging the court to dismiss McQueen’s 

claims and proceed with the execution 

6 	 See Appendix B for complete pull list for session.
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The class met in the SCRC on a Thursday in November 2025 for 75 minutes. Kasarabada gave 
students an introduction to the SCRC and an overview of the prepared activity. Once the folders 
were handed out, she walked through their contents, pointing out legal jargon and other language 
that was out of the ordinary.7 Students then were given about forty minutes to read and work 
through materials with their partners. During the last fifteen minutes of the session, Kasarabada 
reconvened the class to go through some of the worksheet questions together. While she generally 
guided the discussion, providing context and filling in gaps, Farone provided domain knowledge 
related to class concepts.

In general, students were struck by the governor’s executive order, particularly its formal language 
and detailed description of the execution method. They also remarked on elements of the SCOKY 
memo, noting how removed the justices seemed from the people carrying out the execution. 
Several students also pointed out the disconnect between the legal language in the executive order 
and the moral and ethical language in the joint statement from the anti-death penalty religious 
groups. This led to an examination of anti-death penalty arguments in the 1999 news clipping and 
the role of social science data in policies for and against the death penalty.

Results

Kasarabada assessed the instruction session through informal means, evaluating what worked and 
what didn’t through (1) students’ worksheet responses and (2) a debrief meeting with Farone. 
Together, these two sources provided useful information about whether the learning objectives 
were met, the viability of the lesson plan, and areas for improvement. 

Student Worksheet Responses

In the worksheet, students were asked to identify the contents of the archival materials and reflect 
on them. Forty students attended the archives session and turned in twenty worksheets. Nineteen 
pairs of students answered the bonus questions. Most students correctly identified the elements 
of the documents (3.A.) and accurately summarized them, including the bonus materials (3.B.). A 
sizable minority, however, struggled with the executive order, which was the most jargon-laden of 
the documents; their worksheet reflections and content analyses indicated confusion, for example, 
about which public officials ordered McQueen’s execution, the governor or the court.

One section of the worksheet, titled “Big Picture Questions,” asked students to evaluate archival 
materials (4.B.) by (1) describing their overall impressions, (2) considering what information or 
perspectives were missing, and (3) grappling with what McQueen’s execution suggested about the 
criminal justice system.

A number of students were struck by the range of people (judges, religious leaders, state officials, 
journalists, etc.) and perspectives (legal, moral, emotional, etc.) involved in the case. The vast 

7 	 The selected items were too few in number to provide each student pair original archival materials. Students instead 
worked with folders of photocopied items.
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majority also thought the items were biased towards the anti-death penalty position and wanted 
the pro-death penalty perspective represented on an equal basis. Others wished they could access 
the perspectives of the people most directly affected, McQueen and the family of his victim, 
Rebecca O’Hearn. Responses to the final worksheet question (“What does Harold McQueen’s case 
tell us about the criminal justice system?”) varied the most widely, ranging from personal opinions 
for or against the death penalty as a policy to observations about the length and complexity of the 
death penalty process.

Altogether, the responses indicated that the activity prompted students to consider the death 
penalty process within a larger societal context. The responses also suggested directions for 
improvement.

Farone Debrief Meeting

In Farone’s overall assessment, the archives session was a success and the lesson plan should be 
repeated in future LJ 201 courses, as well as potentially in other political science courses. He stated 
that the session underscored for him the connection between archival materials and his course 
lectures—so much so that he decided to include questions from the worksheet on the final course 
exam.

Farone and Kasarabada discussed which materials fostered student engagement and which 
did not. He thought, for example, that the 1999 Courier-Journal article did not add to students’ 
understanding of the debate because it gave little space to views in favor of the death penalty. 
In addition, both Farone and Kasarabada noted that they had misjudged which materials would 
cause difficulty for students. They had expected that students would readily grasp all but the bonus 
materials. The overwhelming majority, however, seemed to understand the bonus legal documents, 
while a number of students struggled with the governor’s executive order. Farone and Kasarabada 
agreed that more time needed to be spent on the terminology students would encounter in the 
archival materials.

He recommended that future iterations of this lesson plan feature closer collaboration between 
archivist and instructor; the course lectures, for example, could introduce students to terminology 
they would encounter in the archives session, and the worksheet in the archives session could 
incorporate concepts discussed during course lectures. Such collaboration could strengthen 
existing links between the lectures and the archives session while also addressing gaps in students’ 
understanding.

Lessons Learned 

This instruction session helped Kasarabada understand how students would respond to exploring 
an important public policy issue primarily through the papers of a state court judge. Both Farone’s 
feedback and students’ worksheet responses suggested that the lesson plan is worth repeating, with 
some modifications.
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Students correctly understood the intention of the instruction activity, which was to place the 
McQueen case files in conversation with materials from death penalty opponents. Their comments, 
however, registered dissatisfaction with what was, in many students’ views, a biased and overly 
narrow focus. Depending on SCRC holdings, Kasarabada will modify the activity to present pro- and 
anti-death penalty positions on an equal basis. In the absence of such holdings, the imbalance in 
materials may present an opportunity to discuss both the variety of sources necessary to develop a 
full picture of the death penalty and the gaps in collections that present a barrier to doing just that.

Kasarabada may also place more emphasis on the supplemental news printout from 1997. The 
article was intended to humanize McQueen, O’Hearn, and her family; however, Kasarabada did 
not draw students’ attention to it other than to note its presence in their folders. Students were 
naturally focused on materials that showed up in the worksheet questions, making it likely that 
they skipped past the printout altogether. Spending time on the article during the archives session 
may help address the gap, although that will cut into students’ work time; including questions 
about the article on the worksheet may also address the imbalance, but that would make the 
worksheet even longer than it already is. In consultation with course instructors, Kasarabada will 
need to sort through trade-offs to decide how best to address the missing perspectives.

The worksheet responses also indicated that a number of students struggled with the formal 
terminology in the governor’s executive order. Kasarabada had walked through some but not all of 
the language, and the worksheet results suggest that more is needed. Options include increased 
lecture time on the subject or pointers to online resources. Farone had suggested, for example, 
that course instructors could introduce the vocabulary in the lecture prior to the archives session; 
this is worth pursuing in the future.

Finally, the worksheet questions themselves, particularly in the “Big Picture” section, should be 
refined to sharpen their assessment value. For example, the final question in the section (“What 
does Harold McQueen’s case tell us about the criminal justice system?”) elicited a wide range of 
responses, suggesting that it may be too broad to capture useful information. A reconsideration of 
the question’s intention, as well as the intentions of all the worksheet questions, will be helpful.

In general, developing this activity consumed a great deal of time. The bulk of the work consisted 
of locating materials, closely reading them, and preparing folder packets. All told, Kasarabada spent 
about two weeks’ worth of time on preparing the lesson plan, spread out over the course of one 
month. With much of the initial planning now completed, however, the next iteration can focus on 
modifications that will make it an even more meaningful and rewarding experience for students 
and instructors alike.
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Appendix A: LJ 201 Worksheet

LJ 201: Intro to Law & Justice, Fall 2025 

Names: ______________________________________________________ 

The Death Penalty Process in Kentucky 

Your team is exploring archival documents related to the execution of Berea, Ky. native Harold 
McQueen, Jr. in 1997. Read through your materials and work with your partner to answer the 
questions below. Use the back of the worksheet if you need more space to write. 

Executive Order for Harold McQueen’s execution

The Executive Order identifies legal proceedings in several courts. What courts are named? 
Can you identify which courts are federal and which are state? 

The Order lists several reasons for the execution. What is the final reason?  

What method of execution does the Order require?

The language in the Order is fixed and formal. What are some words and phrases that stand 
out to you and why? 

Memo from Justices Johnstone and Lambert 

What is the purpose of the memo according to the authors?  
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Justices Johnstone and Lambert are gathering information and relaying it to their colleagues.  
Where are they getting their information from (i.e., what sources are they relying on?). Name 
the sources and describe what information they got from them.  

Who are some of the other government officials or staff/personnel that the justices propose 
coordinating with? 

At the bottom of page 1, the justices write that “Foremost, steps should be taken through the 
Governor’s office to assure that prison authorities recognize that they are absolutely subject 
to judicial orders.” What do you think this sentence means? Why do you think the justices 
wrote it?

Letter and Joint Statement from the Episcopal Diocese of Kentucky  

Who wrote the letter? What is the letter’s purpose, according to the writer?

Summarize the Joint Statement. What actions does it call for?

What stands out to you about the letter and joint statement? List two things that made an 
impression on you about the items.
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Courier-Journal news article   

Summarize the news article. What are its main points?

What arguments against the death penalty does the article contain?

What critiques of the anti-death penalty position does the article contain? What barriers to 
overturning the death penalty does it mention? 

Big Picture Questions  

Describe your impressions of the materials (i.e., What aspects of the documents appeal to 
you? What do you find confusing or unclear? What thoughts or questions do they raise for 
you?) 

What’s missing from these documents? Whose perspectives or what other information do 
you wish you had to understand them better? 

What does Harold McQueen’s case tell us about the criminal justice system?
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BONUS POINTS

You have two legal documents, “Memorandum for Appellant” and “Response 
to Motion for Stay of Execution.” For extra points, read through them carefully 
and answer the questions below.

In the “Memorandum for Appellant,” what does the document say that McQueen is seeking? 
What is McQueen’s objective?
 

What are the arguments in support of the Appellant’s objective? 

What argument do you find compelling in the Memorandum and why?
 

In the “Response to Motion for Stay of Execution,” what are the authors’ main arguments 
against McQueen’s objective? 

What argument do you find compelling in the Response and why?
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Appendix B: Pull List

Robert Stephens papers, unprocessed collection, Acc. 2009ms022, Box 33

•	 Executive Order by Governor Paul Patton commanding the execution of Harold McQueen, 
Jr., June 11, 1997.

•	 Memo from Kentucky Supreme Court justices about death penalty procedures,  
June 6, 1997.

•	 Petition from McQueen’s attorneys arguing against the use of the electric chair: “On 
Interlocutory Appeal from Lyon Circuit Court,” Civil Action No. 97-CI-00089, Supreme Court 
of Kentucky Case No. 97-SC-517, June 25, 1997.

•	 Response from the Kentucky Attorney General urging the court to dismiss McQueen’s 
claims and proceed with the execution: “Response to Motion for Stay of Execution,” 
Supreme Court of Kentucky Case No. 97-SC-517, June 26, 1997.

Don Pratt papers, Acc. 2018ms064, Box 4, Folder 8, accessed January 5, 2026, 
https://exploreuk.uky.edu/fa/findingaid/?id=xt7s4m91cq6q

•	 Letter and Joint Statement of Louisville Area Religious Leaders, June 26, 1997
•	 Gerth, Joseph. “Legislators hear case against death penalty,” The Kentucky Courier-Journal, 

October 21, 1999, p. B1.

Kentucky newspapers in Access World News database, accessed January 5, 2026,  
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.us1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/news/advanced- 
search?p=AWNB

•	 Estep, Bill. “Execution Scheduled for Shortly After Midnight,” Lexington Herald-Leader,  
July 1, 1997, p. A1. 

 

https://exploreuk.uky.edu/fa/findingaid/?id=xt7s4m91cq6q
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.us1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/news/advanced-search?p=AWNB
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.us1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/news/advanced-search?p=AWNB

